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.< What exactly is a wetland? 


SS A wetland is just that — wet land. It’s 
covered by up to two metres of shallow, 
standing water until at least July 1. The 
single term “‘wetlands”’ refers to many land 
types including swamps, fens, mires, 
marshes, bogs, sloughs and peatlands. Wet 
fields are not considered to be wetlands. 


What’s the difference 
between a swamp 
and a marsh? 


The four major categories of wetland are 
swamps, marshes, bogs and fens. Swamps 
are wooded areas where shallow water 
persists for long periods of time; marshes 
are periodically inundated, grassy areas con- 
taining primarily aquatic plants; bogs are 
acidic, stagnant pools consisting mainly of 
sphagnum mosses; and fens are areas where 
a variety of aquatic plants like sedges grow, 
and are usually less acidic than bogs. 


Bogs and fens contain floating mats of vegetation. They differ primarily 
in that bogs are stagnant and therefore more acidic, whereas fens have 
limited water circulation and support plant life that is more suited to 
alkaline conditions. Below-a bog. Inset-a fen. 


Swamps are treed wetlands consisting of cedar, spruce, red maple, willow 
and some ash trees. 


Marshes consist primarily of cattails and other vegetation that 
from the water. 


Should I care about 
wetlands? 


Yes, you should. Wetlands are a valuable 
natural resource for all of us. They provide 
economic, social and ecological benefits — 
most of which have only recently been 
fully appreciated. 


I thought swamps were 
just a nuisance. 


Early settlers thought so. They viewed 
most wetlands as impenetrable, mosquito- 
infested areas that were a hindrance to home- 
steading. Until very recently, wetlands have 
continued to be regarded as having little 
value in their natural state. As a result, many 
wetlands have been drained or filled — 
especially in southern Ontario. 


The average southern Ontario wetland is 25 hectares in size. 


Are there any wetlands left 
in southern Ontario? 


It’s estimated that there were once 50 
million hectares of wetlands in Ontario — 
two million of those in southern Ontario. 

Less than a quarter of southern Ontario’s 
wetlands remain, and these are disappearing 
as a result of shoreline disturbance, land 
clearing, drainage, filling, and impoundment. 


How big is a typical 
wetland? 


In the southern part of the province, 
preliminary surveys have identified more 
than 10,000 individual wetlands, about 40 per 
cent of which are less than four hectares in 
size. The average southern Ontario wetland 
encompasses 25 hectares. 


You mentioned economic 
benefits of wetlands. 
What are they? 


Some wetlands provide resource products 
such as fur, wood and wild rice — products 
that are worth more than $300 million each 
year. 

Wetlands boost tourism potential by pro- 
viding areas for outdoor recreation activities 
such as hunting, fishing and bird-watching. 
The same can be said for camping, cottaging 
and touring. It’s estimated that more than 50 
million user-days are provided each year in 
Ontario for these activities, contributing 
more than $800 million annually to our 
economy — and that’s good for all of us. 


Wetlands are storehouses of many types of life and children enjoy searching 
for aquatic creatures at various stages of development. The girl in this 
marsh carri 
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es a net and 
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a water-filled jar in which to put her treasu 
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Aquatic activity is higher in wetlands than in open water and these boys 
are certain to catch something. 
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Hunting and fishing? 
I can understand the 
importance to duck 
hunters, but what 

do wetlands mean 

to fishermen? 


Wetlands provide spawning grounds for 
muskies, pike, crappies, pumpkinseed, 
perch, carp, bullhead and largemouth bass. 
They also form the nursery habitat for all of 
those species plus walleye and some migra- 
tory fish. Riverside marshes and swamps 
provide food for fish that live in rivers. 


Harvesting wild rice by the traditional method. One person paddles from 
the bow while the other sits at the stern bending the rice stalks over the 
canoe with one stick and flailing the mature seeds off the stalks with a 
second Stick. 


What about other wildlife? 


All wetlands provide habitat for wildlife. 
In addition, some wetlands provide the only 
environment to support certain unique or en- 
dangered plants, animals, and internationally 
important migratory birds. Wetlands are 
essential to waterfowl, providing nesting 
habitat for 70 per cent of the waterfowl in 
North America. 


Are there any other 
benefits? 


One benefit not recognized by large num- 
bers of people is that wetlands contribute to 
the quality of water through an active filter- 
ing process which takes up pollutants from 
runoff before it enters other water systems. 

They also reduce flooding by decreasing 
the velocity of water, and by holding rain- 
fall during peak periods and releasing it 
over the following months — a boon to 
downstream landowners. 

Don’t overlook the esthetic value of 
wetlands. They make the landscape more 
interesting and pleasant to look at for every- 
one and serve as outdoor laboratories for 
environmental studies. 


The pitcher plant thrives in bogs. 


What are we doing 
to protect wetlands 
in Ontario? 


The Minister of Natural Resources intro- 
duced guidelines in April 1984, that repre- 
sent the provincial government’s concern for 
wetlands and wetlands management. These 
guidelines ensure that wetlands are managed 
to best meet both the present and the long- 
term needs of the people of Ontario. 


Why does Ontario need an 
official wetlands strategy? 


The loss of Ontario’s wetlands continues 
because their value in the natural state is 
often not fully considered or understood by 
us in planning land-use management. A wet- 
land strategy gives all of us a tool with which 
to determine precisely the significance of 
wetland loss, and to identify those wetlands 
requiring protection. 


The American Bittern, a migratory bird, requires wetlands for nesting 
and rearing habitat. 


How are the guidelines 
being implemented? 


The guidelines are designed to be incor- 
porated by municipalities into their official 
plans. The province is assisting in the im- 
plementation by conducting an inventory of 
all the wetlands in southern Ontario. The 
inventory — expected to take three to four 
years to complete — identifies and classifies 
all wetlands, ranking them into seven cate- 
gories according to an evaluation process. 


How does the evaluation 
process work? 


The evaluation process ranks wetlands 
according to a point system based on their in- 
herent values or benefits. The system is not 
intended to make suggestions for potential 
uses of wetlands. It has been designed to 
identify and measure some of the most im- 
portant values of wetlands in an unbiased 
manner, with the aim of providing a frame- 
work through which conflicts over wetland 
uses can be resolved. 


Bottom left: A Ministry of Natural Resources technician recording plant life 
in a bog, as part of the wetlands assessment program. 
4 une if : 


The “‘values” or features of each wetland 
are grouped into four categories — biologi- 
cal, social, hydrological and special features 
— rated individually and independently of 
each other. A wetland will be placed in one 
of seven classes according to the number and 
type of values it contains. 


What are the seven 
classes or categories? 


Wetlands which have values or features 
considered to be of provincial significance 
are placed in categories one and two. 

The guidelines indicate that wetlands falling 
into these categories should remain ina 
natural state. 

Categories three to seven apply to wetlands 
considered to be of local significance. The 
best uses for these wetlands will be decided 
by municipal councils as part of the local 
planning process. 


Bottom right: Field technicians testing the total of dissolved solids in this 
swamp water to determine, in conjunction with other tests, the plant and 
aquatic life the area will support. 


How can I find out more 
about Ontario’s new 
wetland guidelines? 


For more information about provincial 
wetland guidelines — and how they affect 
you — contact your nearest Ministry of 
Natural Resources District Office, or write 
to the Ministry of Natural Resources, 
Wildlife Branch, 99 Wellesley Street West, 
2nd Floor, Toronto, Ontario M7A 1W3. 
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